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Abstract  
 
The formation of the Gay Liberation Front in Iowa City in 1970 was a watershed moment 
for the gay liberation movement, both nationally—as the first gay organization to be officially 
recognized as a student group by a state university—and locally, as a militant force within the 
Iowa City community. Using local newspaper articles, correspondence between the Gay 
Liberation Front (hereafter GLF), the University of Iowa, and the Iowa City community, and oral 
histories, photographs, and promotional material created by the GLF, this thesis explores how the 
GLF navigated its relationships with the University of Iowa, outside community members, and 
other LGBT+ and minority groups. Using sources that have never before been systematically 
analyzed, this thesis argues that the GLF successfully reinvented itself and created its own safe 
spaces and programs for queer people. This continual reinvention was necessary for the 
organization to survive in a community that actively discriminated against it.  
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Introduction 
In 1970, the first official gay student organization to be recognized by a state university 
met in an old room in an old church in Iowa City. Tired and confused by the bigotry they were 
experiencing externally from their community as well as struggling internally to fully embrace 
their sexual identities in a society that condemned them for it, these men made it their mission to 
increase the visibility of homosexuality. 
 Beginning locally and expanding its influence to regional and national levels, the Gay 
Liberation Front (GLF) founded at the University of Iowa is an important fixture in LGBT+ 
history for many reasons. The activities sponsored by the UI GLF emphasized the building of 
relationships between other gay male organizations throughout the rural Midwest, an 
underexplored topic of gay history. Often when historians study LGBT+ history, they focus on 
people, movements and organizations in urban environments. As scholar Colin Johnson claims 
“Cities are both particular places and representative spaces. For this reason, historians will 
always be able to justify focusing sustained attention on particular urban social systems.”  1
Although understanding the history of LGBT+ activism in cities is a necessary prerequisite to 
understanding the origins of national gay liberation movements, historians’ tendency to overlook 
the presence of LGBT+ organizations in rural environments creates gaps in the collective 
knowledge about who early LGBT+ activists were and the unique obstacles they overcame. This 
paper argues that LGBT+ organizations founded in Iowa City were not only crucial to 
advocating for equal rights and fostering a safe environment for LGBT+ people in the state of 
Iowa, but that the activism spearheaded by these groups had regional and even national 
implications for the gay liberation movement.  
1 ​Colin Johnson, ​Just Us Queer Folks​ (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2013), 12. 
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 The UI GLF also should be recognized for its place in LGBT+ history because of its 
determination to survive through reinvention. Throughout the decades, the UI GLF successfully 
reinvented itself to better serve its members and to adapt to an environment that was supportive 
but ultimately wary of LGBT+ people. These shifts included surface-level transformations, 
including changing the name of the organization to reflect a renewed emphasis on inclusivity, 
and also fundamental changes to the services offered by the organization. These changes to the 
basic programs offered by the GLF were the result of the group’s desire to become more 
mainstream, a desire which itself was born out of the necessity to become more stable and gain 
steady support from the University of Iowa.  
Beginning with the formation of the group in 1970, this thesis analyzes the predominantly 
mental health-support activities of the organization and the tumultuous relationship the GLF had 
with UI students, faculty, and other LGBT+ organizations. Following the AIDS crisis of the 
1980s, the GLF made a more concerted effort to be more inclusive of gender and sexual 
identities beyond that of cisgender gay men and shifted its primary focus to fighting the AIDS 
epidemic and providing assistance and support to people with AIDS. In order to receive more 
financial security from the University and to better achieve its goals related to the AIDS 
movement, the GPU renounced its radicalism of the 1970s. Combating both the disease itself and 
the stigma and bigotry associated with AIDS, the GPU developed health initiatives that 
contributed to the continued visibility and survival of LGBT+ people in the Midwest. 
Note on Sources 
The research for this history of the GLF relied on local newspaper articles, 
correspondence between the GLF, the UI, and the Iowa City community, oral histories, 
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photographs, and promotional material created by the GLF. Because the majority of these 
sources originate within the GLF, itself an organization primarily composed of cisgender white 
men, the views expressed within the sources are limited in their perspectives. To accommodate 
for GLF members’ misuse of terminology used to discuss other LGBT+ organizations and 
individuals, misused terms will be contextualized and corrected when appropriate. Future 
research can help us gain a wider history of the relationships between the GLF and other UI 
LGBT+ organizations by exploring the history of feminist and lesbian activism on campus and in 
Iowa City. 
Influences on the Gay Liberation Front 
The Gay Liberation Front as an organization emerged in New York in 1969 shortly after 
the Stonewall riots.  The Stonewall riots occurred in Greenwich Village on June 28th, 1969. 
During this time period, homosexaul acts and the display of homosexuality in public were illegal. 
Some “homosexual acts” were made illegal through specific legislation. For instance, sodomy 
laws, legislation that criminalized sodomy, existed in almost every state. These laws were 
originally intended to uphold “public morals and decency” but were eventually amended to 
specifically target sodomy between homosexual couples. Other “homosexual acts” were not 
explicitly illegal, but people who engaged in these activities were still targeted against by law 
enforcement. For example, although there existed no law that criminalized cross-dressing and 
specifically dictated what men and women should wear, drag queens and gender noncomforming 
individuals were often targeted by police and arrested on related charges of public indecency.  2
Gay bars were one of the few spaces where LGBT+ people could congregate in public. Because 
2 “History of Sodomy Laws and the Strategy That Led Up to Today's Decision.” American Civil Liberties Union. 
2003. (accessed September 10, 2019). 
https://www.aclu.org/other/history-sodomy-laws-and-strategy-led-todays-decision​.   
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 gay bars were hotspots for queer people to gather, they were frequently raided and shut down by 
police. Bars owned by the Mafia, however, would escape the police’s intense scrutiny because 
they bribed officers to ignore the homosexual activities of their patrons.  As a result, bars like 3
The Stonewall Inn, owned by the ​Genovese family, was a safe haven for LGBT+ people in New 
York​. 
On June 28th, 1969 New York City police officers conducted a raid on the Stonewall Inn, 
a known gay bar in the area. Raids on gay bars were common, and, ordinarily, patrons submitted 
to the authority of law enforcement. On this night, however, the patrons fought back. It is 
unknown exactly what sparked the riots and caused the attendees of the Stonewall Inn to revolt 
against the police. Some accounts claim patrons were angered by the violence they experienced 
at the hands of the police. Other accounts claim it was an opportunity for LGBT+ people to 
release their pent-up rage towards being discriminated against for so long. Some sensationalist 
rumors even suggest rioters were still reeling from the death of gay icon Judy Garland and the 
police raids were the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back.  Whatever the initial spark 4
may have been, what is known is that rioters—including drag queens, gay men and women, 
whites, and people of color—fought police until the early hours of June 29th, eventually 
dispersing after officers tear gassed the crowd.  
Over the coming days, weeks, months, and years that followed, Stonewall became a 
gathering point of LGBT+ activists. Networks of LGBT+ people established themselves and 
together formed a community that would eventually grow into the gay liberation movement of 
3 ​Martin Duberman, ​Stonewall​ (New York: Penguin Random House, 1993), 190. 
4 ibid, 192-198. 
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the late 1960s-1970s.  Building upon the momentum from Stonewall, the NY GLF was one of 5
the first organizations that was created by the riots. 
Initially, membership primarily consisted of revolutionaries and radical youths who 
believed that a total transformation of society was not only possible, but that complete social 
reform was necessary to solve social, political and economic inequalities. Early GLFers also 
maintained that in order to achieve total social reformation, all oppressed minority groups must 
band together in one large coalition. Eventually, the New York GLF branched off and went on to 
form GLF associated groups across the United States.   6
In June 1970, the University of Kansas campus witnessed the birth of the Lawrence Gay 
Liberation Front. The Lawrence GLF was quite blunt in its message and marketing, taking out a 
full page in the local newspaper ​Vortex ​that simply read, “COME OUT.” Taking a page out of its 
New York predecessor’s playbook, the Lawrence GLF claimed solidarity with liberation 
struggles of all oppressed people .  7
During the summer of that same year, the Lawrence GLF submitted an official request to 
the University of Kansas asking that the University recognize the GLF as an official student 
group. Although the Lawrence GLF was not entirely composed of college students, young 
people were the core of its membership, and having that official status would grant the group 
valuable resources such as a space for meetings, funding from the University, increased 
publicity, and validation that the GLF was a legitimate organization making tangible progress 
towards gay rights in the community. But, the University of Kansas refused to recognize the 
5 ​Warren J. Blumenfeld & Diane Raymond, ​Looking at Gay and Lesbian Life​ (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 
297-298.  
6 Warren J. Blumenfeld & Diane Raymond, ​Looking at Gay and Lesbian Life​ (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 
298-302.  
7 ​Beth Bailey, ​Sex in the Heartland​ (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 175-178. 
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 Lawrence GLF as an official student group on the plausible assumption that many of the students 
involved in GLF were involved in Vietnam and anti-war protest movements. The University of 
Kansas also did not want to be responsible for legitimizing or financially supporting a student 
group that advocated against state sodomy laws . Despite this rejection by the University of 8
Kansas, the Lawrence GLF continued to be active in the community and advertised itself on 
radio stations throughout the Midwest. It was one of these radio advertisements that GLF 
member Kenneth Bunch credits with inspiring Iowa City gay men to form a GLF in Iowa City.  9
Formation of the University of Iowa Gay Liberation Front 
The University of Iowa GLF was founded in the fall of 1970. On September 23, 1970, a 
small group of gay and bisexual male UI students—Dean Blake, Kenneth Bunch, Raymond 
Perry, and Rick Graf to name a few—met within the halls of ​the Wesley House, a 
Unitarian-Universalist church, to discuss the fate of the Kansas University GLF and to discuss 
their own experiences as gay men in the Midwest.  Although lesbian and bisexual women were 10
not explicitly excluded from the group, neither were they apparently invited; no women were 
present at this meeting.  
While there is no official record of that meeting, founding UI GLF member Raymond 
Perry’s account of that night revolved heavily around the idea that homophobia was the direct 
result of straight people’s fear of homosexuality. According to Perry, “We had to let [straight 
people] know we exist. If they know we exist, then they can’t be so against us.”  Recognizing 11
the importance of gay visibility, ​GLF co-founder Paul Hutson solidified that sentiment into the 
8 ​Ibid, 179. 
9 Bunch, Kenneth. “Kenneth Bunch Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. ​University of Iowa Special 
Collections,​ August 23, 2014. 
10 Ibid. 
11 ​Perry, Raymond. “Raymond Perry Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney.​,​ November 10, 2013. 
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organization’s mission statement: “The ​GLF ​is a militant organization with the ​goal of 
overturning the views of homosexuals held both by the public and by the homosexual himself, 
which have been imposed by the oppressive process of sexual socialization in this country.”  12
Beyond stating the purpose of the GLF, this purpose statement conveys that despite being 
affiliated with the University of Iowa, GLF members viewed themselves as militant.  
Unlike its Kansas counterpart, the University of Iowa recognized the GLF as an official 
student organization. This recognition was a major achievement, as the University of Iowa Gay 
Liberation Front was the first gay organization to be officially recognized as a student group by a 
state university in the United States.  With its elevated status, the UI GLF received all the 13
privileges typically reserved for student groups, such as university funding, a designated space to 
hold weekly meetings, and a sense of legitimacy as an organization. It ​dedicated itself to setting 
up social activities for gay men and ​promoting the visibility of gay students on the University of 
Iowa campus. ​The GLF’s earliest, and one of its most controversial public displays, was the 
group’s participation in the University’s annual homecoming parade.  
UI Homecoming Parade 1970 
On October 16, 1970, twelve members of the GLF piled inside a used Cadillac and rode 
in the homecoming parade with a crowd of over 50,000 people. Under the armed protection of 
two unknown men, GLF members threw Hershey kisses into the crowd. As recollected by 
Raymond Perry, “I wasn’t sure who those guys were. I think they might have been members of 
the Black Panthers...They told me Dean sent them and told them to sit in the front…I never saw 
12 ​Lemon, Brandon, “Going Public​—​Early Days in Gay History,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, June 19, 
1978.  
13 ​Correspondence from Robert Engel to UI Archivist David McCartney 31 August 2006, Gay Liberation 
Front-Founding, Early History, Folder 1611, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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 them before or after that night.”  Besides throwing candy, the GLF crowned an “anti-queen.” 14
They chanted political slogans such as “Two, four, six, eight, gay is good as any straight.” They 
carried signs demanding “No racism, no sexism, no classism” and proclaiming, “Gay Pride is 
Gay power.”  For their efforts, the GLF “float” made it onto the “NBC Evening News.” By 15
riding in the parade, the GLF established itself as a militant student group. As Perry noted, “The 
message was, ‘gay lib is here baby, whether you like it or not.’ If necessary, with rifles. It was 
intended to be a very radical statement.”  16
Following their appearance on television, the University of Iowa was flooded with letters 
addressed to UI President Willard “Sandy” Boyd. These letters demanded that Boyd apologize 
for allowing the GLF to participate in the parade and called for the organization's demise. One 
letter read in part: “It is our position that the people of Iowa and the rest of the nation are entitled 
to the right and freedom of having our streets, parades, and public events fit for use and 
enjoyment by all decent citizens, including children. The University-sanctioned parading of 
homosexuals obviously is contrary to any normal person’s standards of decency and thus is an 
abridgement of the above right.”  Another letter stated: “It is very bad you let your students run 17
the whole program. Gay Liberation Front homosexuals are being represented in that parade and I 
14 ​Perry, Raymond. “Raymond Perry Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. ​University of Iowa Special 
Collections,​ November 10, 2013. 
15 ​“Homecoming Parade Was Just a Little Bit Different,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, October 17, 1970.  
16 ​Perry, Raymond. “Raymond Perry Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. ​University of Iowa Special 
Collections,​ November 10, 2013 
17 ​Correspondence from Duane Snyder to UI President Willard Boyd 17 October 1970, Willard L. Boyd Papers, Box 
45: Student Affairs, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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resent that very much.”  And as one letter bluntly asked: “In the name of Almighty God, 18
WHY​??? Sincerely, a former teacher, mother of five, and a ​concerned​ American.”  19
 
 
This photo of the Gay Liberation Front entry in the 1970 Homecoming parade was featured in the 1971 
Hawkeye​ yearbook. Image courtesy of the University of Iowa Yearbooks Collection, Department of Special 
Collections and University Archives, UI Libraries. 
 
In response to these letters, the University of Iowa President Sandy Boyd replied by 
highlighting that the Homecoming parade was put on by a “level-headed group of students who 
worked hard to plan a successful event” and arguing that all of the groups represented in the 
18 ​Correspondence from Robert R. Dagliesh to UI President Willard Boyd 16 October 1970, Willard L. Boyd 
Papers, Box 45: Student Affairs, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa.  
19 ​Correspondence from Mrs. Neil Hainje to UI President Willard Boyd 20 October 1970, Willard L. Boyd Papers, 
Box 45: Student Affairs, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa.  
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 parade had a right to be shown because they were a part of officially recognized student 
organizations.   20
However, the University’s support for the GLF’s right to exist and inclusion in the parade 
should not be conflated with support for the group’s longevity. In one of his response letters, 
President Boyd defended the GLF’s right to exist by saying: “One of the traditional strengths of 
our American way of life is that individuals or groups can attempt to influence others through 
persuasion. I suspect our young people who promote causes which may be unpopular with the 
majority of our citizens will find they cannot gain the popular support necessary for continued 
existence.”  Although it was not necessarily the ​administration’s business to endorse or oppose 21
student groups, tying the GLF’s right to exist to its probable quick demise conveyed the 
University’s lack of faith in the organization to survive. While the University of Iowa was more 
tolerant of student movements on campus than other universities at the time, as evidenced by its 
acknowledgement and defense of the GLF’s right to exist, it did not ​offer the group much 
tangible support beyond that acknowledgement.  
GLF Relationship with the University 
This mixed sentiment towards the GLF and other LGBT+ student groups was also 
reflected in the UI Student Senate. As a student organization, the GLF was entitled to funds from 
the student senate. According to a ​Daily Iowan​ interview with GLF co-chairperson Rick Graf, 
the senate funds enabled the GLF to host ​a variety of community activities and services​: “​We 
hold meetings​. ​dances,​ ​social hours, and discussion ​groups ​where gays can find support in their 
20 ​Correspondence from Willard L. Boyd to Duane Snyder 21 October 1970, Willard L. Boyd Papers, Box 45: 
Student Affairs, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa.  
21 ​Correspondence from Willard L. Boyd to Robert R. Dagliesh 21 October 1970, Willard L. Boyd Papers, Box 45: 
Student Affairs, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa.  
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struggles for self-discovery and procurement of their individual and civil ​rights​...​There is also 
our Speaker's ​Bureau that has ​appeared...​ ​throughout the ​state of ​Iowa.​ ​We also have a ​small ​but 
growing library of books and pamphlets that view homosexuality ​from a variety ​of 
perspectives-social​, ​cultural, ​political​, ​religious, psychological, historical, and personal.”  22
Despite the range of programs and services offered by the GLF, the student senate did not 
make funding for the GLF, or any other minority-based student organization, a top priority. In 
the spring of 1975, the senate’s budget for supporting student organizations was reduced. Due to 
these cutbacks, the senate looked for places where they could decrease funding and balance the 
budget. The student organizations that were hit hardest were those that advocated for the equal 
treatment of minority groups on campus. The senate proposed that the GLF’s funds drop from 
$​1,327  for the academic year to $100.  The senate also proposed cutting funds for the Lesbian 23 24
Alliance from $691  to $0. The drastic nature of these cutbacks were heightened by the fact in 25
the same budget proposal, the Senate increased its own operating costs from $11,167  to 26
$12,180.   27
Frustrated by the senate’s paltry budget proposed allocation, minority student groups 
banded together to form the Joint Minorities Committee (JMC). The JMC consisted of 
representatives from the ​Chicano-Indian ​American Student ​Union, ​Gay Liberation ​Front, 
Wounded Knee Support ​Committee, ​Women's Resource and Action ​Center, ​Lesbian Alliance​, 
22 ​Brungard, Fred & Rick Graf, “Gay Lib: To the Editor,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, December 18, 1973.  
23 ​Approximately $6,328.11 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
24 ​Approximately $476.87 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
25 ​Approximately $3,295.20 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
26 ​Approximately $53,252.48 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
27 ​Approximately $58,083.21 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
Jensen, Kris & Chris Kittleson, “Minority Groups Join Forces for Senate Meeting,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of 
Iowa, April 24, 1975.  
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 and ​the International Association​. The JMC also had the support of the Black Student Union, 
although the BSU ultimately chose not to send a representative to participate in the JMC.  
On April 25, 1975 the JMC met with the Student Senate to protest the senate’s unfair 
budget cutbacks. First, coalition members sought to postpone the senate’s budget decision until 
the following week. The JMC concluded that if they had more time to strategize as a whole 
committee, they could formulate a plan that would be beneficial to all the groups represented by 
the coalition, as opposed to rushing their arguments after only forming a few days prior. The 
senate voted against this measure. After their proposal was rejected, the JMC protested the 
senate’s decision, threatening to keep the senate in its unbearably hot conference room until the 
committee’s demands were met. Four hours later, the senate adjourned after passing a resolution 
to freeze the proposed budget and agreeing to meet again with the JMC to further discuss the 
committee’s demands.  28
Four days later on April 28, 1975, the JMC met with the senate once again. The senate 
opened the negotiations by offering to pass a resolution that guaranteed the minority student 
grou​ps access to emergency summer funds and promising that the senate and the JMC would 
work together in the fall to “petition the Iowa Legislature for the approximately $120,000  29
promised by the Board of Regents to the Senate and the Collegiate Associations Council last fall 
and that at least 90% of 10,000 in known funds for next fall would be divided between the 
[Black Student Union] and the [Joint Minorities] Coalition.”  ​The JMC rejected this proposal, 30
claiming it was unfair to make the minority student groups wait to receive their full funding 
28 ​Jensen, Kris, “Student Senate Freezes Spring Budget: UI Groups Jam Yale Room to Protest Cutbacks,” ​The Daily 
Iowan​. University of Iowa, April 25, 1975. 
29 ​Approximately $572,248.33 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
30 ​Jensen, Kris, “Student Senate Freezes Spring Budget: UI Groups Jam Yale Room to Protest Cutbacks,” ​The Daily 
Iowan​. University of Iowa, April 25, 1975. 
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while Student Senate gave itself its full budget upfront.  The Student Senate and the JMC 31
negotiated for a few more days, coming to an agreement on April 29. Under this final proposal, 
the JMC agreed to accept cuts to their annual budgets on the condition that the Student Senate 
guaranteed a minimum funding amount for minority groups. The GLF received a total of $600  32
in funds for the academic year.  This victory not only called back to earlier GLFs’ dedication to 33
promoting solidarity among minority groups, but it also exemplified the relationship between 
minority student groups on campus. Although minority student groups ultimately advocated for 
their own interests, they also recognized that there was strength in working with together against 
larger entities.  Although the Student Senate’s initial budget proposals featured extreme cutbacks 
for minority group funding and clearly demonstrated the low status of the GLF on the Student 
Senate’s list of priorities, the two organizations were able to come to a mutual understanding. 
The Student Senate’s willingness to negotiate with the GLF was made possible because the 
governing body recognized that the GLF was a student group that deserved to be heard and to be 
funded.  
Despite the GLF’s conflict with the Student Senate, the Student Senate was ultimately not 
the GLF’s main adversary on campus. Instead, the GLF spent much more energy defending 
themselves against students and community members who refused to acknowledge the GLF’s 
validity whatsoever. One of the most outspoken student critics of the GLF was a vocal member 
of the Student Senate and a Resident Assistant of Hilcrest dormitory: Woody Stodden. Stodden 
ran his initial campaign for UI Senate because he was “tired of seeing the Student Senate pay 
31 ​Jensen, Kris “Edwards Offers Spring Funding Proposal,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, April 28, 1975.   
32 ​Approximately $2,861.24 in 2019 USD per ​https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/​. 
33 ​Jensen, Kris “Minorities Accept Senate Funding but Ask for Guaranteed Minimum,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University 
of Iowa, April 29, 1975. 
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 your money to small elite groups that never seem to benefit you.”  Among the “elite groups” 34
targeted by Stodden was the Gay Liberation Front. According to Stodden, the GLF did not 
deserve support from the Student Senate because the group served “200 students at the most” 
and—because they represented such a small percentage of the student population—was “stealing 
money” from the student body.  35
Stodden won his campaign, but he was eventually reprimanded by the Student Senate for 
misrepresenting the goals of the Student Senate and mischaracterizing the GLF as a useless 
student group. These reprimands included having the Vice President of the Student Senate Gary 
Koch write a scathing op-ed denouncing Stodden’s attacks on the GLF as “stupid.”  The Vice 36
President also debunked Stodden’s claims that the GLF received large amounts of funds from the 
Student Senate by clarifying that the GLF received a “very small percentage of the total 
funding,” as opposed to the astronomical numbers Stodden inaccurately claimed the group was 
receiving.  37
These anecdotes of the GLF’s relationship with the Student Senate capture the GLF’s 
tumultuous relationship with the University of Iowa, student government representatives, and the 
UI student body as a whole. As an organization, the GLF’s right to exist was defended by 
University of Iowa against those who wished to see it dismantled. As an official student group, 
the GLF received funds from the Student Senate. Although the amount of those funds was not 
equal to the amount received by other student organizations, it was enough to support basic 
programs and raise awareness for the group. Furthermore, the GLF had vocal support from some 
34 ​Stodden, Woody. “Stodden on the Senate,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, February 26, 1975.  
35 ​Ibid. 
36 ​Stodden, Woody. “Senate’s Own Flat Tire: Stodden,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, October 28, 1975. 
37 ​Ibid. 
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members of the Student Senate, protecting the group from total eradication. However, for all the 
Gary Kochs in the GLF’s corner, there were more Woody Stoddens. The fact that Stodden based 
his campaign on promises to defund the GLF and won speaks to the vitriol and homophobia the 
GLF faced from the greater student body  
GLF Mental Health Focused Programs 
Attacked by outside community members and their fellow students and only marginally 
supported by UI faculty, the GLF focused the majority of its efforts to creating mental health 
programs and social activities for gay students. During the 1970s and early 1980s, with the funds 
designated by the Student Senate, the UI GLF was primarily focused on promoting the mental 
health of LGBT+ students and creating safe spaces for those students to socialize with one 
another. By 1986, there was wide public recognition of the isolation and alienation often 
experienced by the LGBT+ community.  These anxieties were the culmination of many social 38
factors that gay people were forced to learn to navigate from a young age, including: coming to 
terms with one’s homosexuality, being bullied by one’s peers for expressing one’s homosexual 
feelings, pressure from family and other outside influences to conform to heteronormativity and 
cisgenderism  and stay in the closet, not being given the space to establish romantic or platonic 39
relationships with other queer people, lack of sexual health education, and—until 1973—having 
one’s homosexuality misdiagnosed as a mental illness.   40
38 “Growing Up Gay,” ​Newsweek​. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1986, Box 2: 
Gays/Lesbians/Bisexuals in Iowa News Articles, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
39 ​Heteronormativity is a form of discourse that assumes heterosexuality as the societal norm. Cisgenderism is the 
belief that people should comply with the gender into which they were born. Paul Simpson, Kathryn Almack, and 
Pierre Walthery. “‘We Treat Them All the Same’: The Attitudes, Knowledge and Practices of Staff Concerning 
Older Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans Residents in Care Homes.” ​Ageing and Society​ 38, No. 5 (2018): 869–99. 
doi:10.1017/S0144686X1600132X​. 
40 “Growing Up Gay,” ​Newsweek​. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1986, Box 2: 
Gays/Lesbians/Bisexuals in Iowa News Articles, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
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 In this context, the GLF focused on creating initiatives that put gay students in 
communication with one another. Some of these initiatives took a more formal approach, such as 
the Gayline. The Gayline  was a “free, confidential listening, information, and referral service 41
operated by experienced volunteers” that queer students could call to receive peer counseling. 
The helpline was marketed to LGBT+ students as “a chance to talk about your concerns, be it 
coming out, being out, or the need to shout!”   42
On a more informal scale, the GLF also sponsored dances that brought queer people 
together in a more relaxed environment. Originally, these dances were exclusive to gay men, 
emphasized fun, and were typically held in bars late at night. Eventually, as the GLF became a 
more established organization within the University, the dances also became more public and 
focused more on promoting solidarity among LGBT+ people. During the mid 1980s, dances 
were advertised on flyers across campus, inviting gay students and their straight allies to meet 
and mingle with one another.   43
On a larger scale, the UI GLF sought to connect with gay organizations across the entire 
Midwest region, not just within the state of Iowa. As recounted by Kenneth Bunch, during the 
GLF’s third year of existence in 1974, the group helped organize the first of three annual 
Midwest Gay Pride Conferences. From 1974-1976, these conferences mainly brought together 
gay student organizations within the state of Iowa, but later included more groups from other 
states as the conferences increased in popularity. The purpose of the Midwest Gay Pride 
Conferences was to provide gay students across the Midwest the opportunity to meet with one 
41 ​When the Gay Liberation Front’s name changed to the Gay People’s Union, the Gayline’s name was also changed 
to the Lesbigay line Lebigayline Flyer. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1986, Box 1: 
Flyers and Brochures, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
42 ​ibid​. 
43 ​ibid​. 
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another to discuss the struggles associated with being a gay person in college and develop 
strategies for survival on campus.  
This photo of the Gay Liberation Front members at a gay dance in 1970 was in ​Daily Iowan ​article about 
Gay Socials. Image courtesy of the University of Iowa Department of Special Collections and University Archives, 
UI Libraries. 
 
Beyond connecting gay students with one another, these conferences created lasting 
relationships between the University of Iowa GLF and other Midwestern gay student 
organizations and established the UI GLF as a gay student group of regional significance. As 
previously mentioned, the conferences originated in Iowa City. At these conferences, attendees 
participated in events—such as dances, movies, theatre, and seminars—that reaffirmed their 
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 identity as gay men and connected them with other gay men in the region.  As the college 44
student groups became more closely intertwined, the location of the conference alternated 
between the three Iowa public universities and, eventually, public universities throughout the 
Midwest. The UI GLF’s role in creating the conference and initiating the formation of these 
relationships led the Iowa State University Gay Liberation Front to call the UI GLF “one of the 
most important gay student organizations in the Midwest.”  The UI GLF’s status as a high 45
profile gay student org would continue into the 1980s, as small LGBT+ student organizations 
continued to reach out and ask for advice on how to establish a firm foothold on their campuses 
and assistance on creating educational materials.  
GLF Relationship with other UI LGBT+ Groups 
Although the GLF was becoming more inclusive of gay student organizations throughout 
the Midwest, there was still a division between the GLF and lesbian student movements on 
campus. This rift between gay men and lesbian women was noticeable throughout the 
1960s-1970s and had its origins, in part, in the lesbian separatist movement. Beyond just gay 
liberation, the 1960s witnessed the birth of several liberation movements, including women’s 
liberation. Caught at the intersection of their sexual and gender identities, lesbian women were 
caught in a sort of crossroads within both movements. Although the presence of lesbians was 
vital to the success of the women’s movement, there was often an anti-lesbian bias amongst 
heterosexual women. For example, while the National Organization for Women accepted lesbian 
members, NOW leadership did not focus much attention on advocating for lesbian rights.  46
44 ​Bunch, Kenneth. “Kenneth Bunch Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. August 23, 2014. 
45 Letter to GPU. Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1990, Box 1: Correspondence with 
LGBT+ Groups, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
46 ​Warren J. Blumenfeld & Diane Raymond, ​Looking at Gay and Lesbian Life​ (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 304. 
20 
  
Speaking against the exclusion of lesbian women from feminist organizations, UI Lesbian 
Alliance member Paula Klein argued, “As long as [women’s liberation organizations] fear the 
word ‘lesbian,’ we undermine our own strength and abandon gay women.”  Similarly, gay 47
liberation organizations were often dominated by gay men who also commonly exhibited an 
anti-feminist bias. In response to the homophobia of the women’s movement and the sexism of 
the gay liberation movement, some lesbian women founded their own organizations that catered 
to the specific needs of lesbians. These radicals were known as radicalesbians or lesbian 
separatists.   As a movement, lesbian separatism was separation from men and from institutions, 48
relationships, roles and activities that were male-defined, male-dominated and which operated 
for the benefit of males and the maintenance of male privilege.   49
The term ‘lesbian separatist’ and its variants were used by both gay men and lesbian 
women in Iowa City during the 1970s to describe the relationship between gay men and lesbian 
women within the community. According to one former lesbian resident of Iowa City, "Many 
activist lesbians in Iowa City were somewhat separatist...Lesbians stuck to themselves in Iowa 
City during the first years of the GLF, not only because they were a little suspicious of the men 
but also because they genuinely wanted to act first upon their feminist struggles.”  Although 50
there is not definitive proof that a lesbian and gay rift in Iowa City was the result of any one 
specific instance, comments such as the one above make it clear that such a rift did exist. One 
47 Klein, Paula, “National Sisterhood Arises from Women’s Scrutiny,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, 
November 29, 1977. 
48 ​Warren J. Blumenfeld & Diane Raymond, ​Looking at Gay and Lesbian Life​ (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 304. 
49 ​Marilyn Frye, ​The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory​ (Trumansburg, New York: Crossing Press, 1983) 
96. 
50 Brendan Lemon, “Going Public—Early Days in Gay History, ​Daily Iowan​, June 19, 1978, 1-3.  
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 possible explanation for the strained and perhaps adversarial relationship between the GLF and 
lesbian centered organizations was the GLF’s relationship with the Sugar Plum Fairies.   51
The Sugar Plum Fairies was a drag troupe founded by Ken Bunch and Fred Brumgard in 
which the members (mostly cisgender men with the exception of one woman) dressed as nuns 
and performed in local bars in Iowa City. As recounted by Bunch (referred to as Sister Vicious 
Power Hungry Bitch while in his drag persona) and Brumgard (Sister Missionary Position), the 
nuns’ most famous number was a dance they choreographed to the Iowa fight song, in which 
they would cheer with black pom-poms and strip off their robes to reveal black negligee. 
According to Bunch, the idea for the group sprang from wanting to channel his “frustration with 
the world’s hostility towards gay men into a positive outlet.”   52
Because several members of the Sugar Plum Fairies were also involved in the GLF, the 
two organizations heavily supported one another. Although Bunch claimed that dressing up in 
drag was a positive creative outlet for him, he acknowledged that not all people viewed the Sugar 
Plum Fairies in the same light. According to Bunch, the women did not know if the men were 
mocking femininity, making fun of the women’s movement, or genuinely coming from a place 
of good intent. Bunch recounted that when he confronted one of his lesbian co-workers about not 
talking to him outside of work, she explained that she would be shunned by her lesbian separatist 
group if she was caught talking with him. Bunch claimed that lesbians in Iowa City did not 
appreciate seeing men dress in drag because the women “could not understand why the oppressor 
would want to dress up as the oppressed.”  Although Bunch would have no way of knowing 53
51 ​The Sugar Plum Faeries eventually changed its name to the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence when the group 
moved to San Francisco in 1979. Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, Grand Mother Vish-Knew Biography page 
(thesisters.org), ​https://www.thesisters.org/sister-vish-knew​. 
52 ​Bunch, Kenneth. “Kenneth Bunch Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney.​,​ August 23, 2014. 
53 Ibid. 
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with certainty whether the organization was an official lesbian separatist group or simply lesbian 
group that had criticisms of the Sugar Plum Fairies, his memory still provides evidence of a 
complex relationship of mistrust and misunderstanding between gay men and lesbian women in 
Iowa City. 
 
 
 
 
 
This photo of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence at a 
gay pride event in 1987 was featureed in ​Daily Iowan 
article about the organization. Image courtesy of the 
University of Iowa Department of Special Collections 
and University Archives, UI Libraries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo of Sister Vicious Power Hungry Bitch 
and Sister Missionary Position. Image 
courtesy of the University of Iowa 
Department of Special Collections and 
University Archives, UI Libraries. 
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 Reinvention as Gay People’s Union 
The GLF’s focus on serving the needs of gay men and its amicable-at-best relationship 
with lesbian student organizations typified the group during its early years. In the mid to late 
1980s, however, a major shift occurred in the GLF’s relationships with other student and 
community organizations and the programs it offered to LGBT+ students. During this new era, 
there was a push for re-unification between lesbian women and gay men, and the GLF also 
became an outspoken advocate for AIDS awareness and prevention.  
With the dawn of the 1980s, the sun set on the radical gay liberation movements as they 
were known in the 1970s. As described by former GLF member Michael Blake, “After four or 
five years, the Gay Liberation Front fell into disarray. With campus organizations, the wheel has 
to be re-invented… and the huge tsunami of the gay liberation movement had already passed 
away.”  With this re-invention, the GLF underwent a series of internal changes, including a 54
name change. In 1980, the GLF officially changed its name to the Gay People’s Union (GPU) 
and updated its constitution to be more inclusive and less militant. Instead of “overturning the 
views of homosexuals held both by the public and by the homosexual himself,”  the GPU’s 55
mission was to “address civil and human rights; to lend supportive services; to provide 
information on health issues; and to educate society at large with regard to Gays, Lesbians, 
Bisexuals, and the issues surrounding them.”   56
54 ​Blake, Michael. “Michael Blake Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. ​University of Iowa Special 
Collections,​ November 16, 2013. 
55 ​Lemon, Brandon, “Going Public​—​Early Days in Gay History,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, June 19, 
1978.  
56 Gay People’s Union Constitution 13 February 1992, Constitution of Gay People’s Union, Box 1: Constitution 
Draft, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa 
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One possible explanation for the GPU’s emphasis on inclusion was the dissolution of 
lesbian collectives throughout the 1980s.  Witnessing the struggles of smaller lesbian collectives 
within Iowa City, the GPU might have attempted to boost its membership by accepting lesbians 
and bisexual women into the organization. For example, one lesbian collective that faced 
difficult times during the 1980s was the journal publication ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​.  
Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ was a ​lesbian​ quarterly which published out of Iowa City, 
Iowa, from 1981-1996. The nationally-circulated magazine had a stated commitment to reflect 
the diversity of lesbians by actively soliciting and printing in each issue the work and ideas of 
lesbians of different ages, body types, and cultural, religious, economic, and racial backgrounds. 
Furthermore, ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ was a cultural milestone in the lesbian publishing 
world, as it was one of the first lesbian journals or magazines published in the Midwest.  57
Despite having a national presence, ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives ​also had a tumultuous 
relationship with the University of Iowa. For instance, in February 1988, ​Common Lives/Lesbian 
Lives​ sued the University of Iowa Printing Press for refusing to print editions of the publication 
because it contained photographs of nude women.  The UI Printing Press denied ​Common 58
Lives/Lesbian Lives​’ request on the basis that the publication was too explicit and did not adhere 
to the University’s obscenity rules. ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives ​argued that the University was 
discriminating against them; the UI had never invoked that rule previously.  
Additionally, the University had no standard written definition for what obscenity in a 
publication looked like. Eventually, a human rights committee investigated the matter and ruled 
57 ​Recorded history of ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ as written by members 1994, Common Lives/Lesbian Lives, 
Box 1: History, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City, Iowa. 
58 “Reminton Deferral Angers Lesbian Group,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, February 5, 1988. 
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 in favor of ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​.  Despite winning their case against the University, 59
Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​’ biggest problem was a severe lack of funding. Unlike the Lesbian 
Alliance, ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives ​was not part of a larger organization and was primarily 
supported through journal memberships and personal donations.  Eventually the lack of 60
resources proved too much on the publication, and ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ was forced to 
shut its doors in 1996.  
GPU and AIDS Related Programs  
Another possible explanation for the GPU’s acceptance of lesbians and bisexuals into the 
group was the AIDS epidemic decimating the gay male population. Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus infection and Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS) is a spectrum of 
conditions caused by the infection of HIV that, if left untreated, can be deadly. While it is 
possible for any individual to contract AIDS, a combination of lack of medical information about 
the disease, the ability of the virus to be transmitted sexually, and the shame associated with 
homosexuality that prevented gay and bisexual from getting tested for HIV all contributed to gay 
men being most affected by the AIDS virus during the 1980s-1990s. Because there is no known 
cure for HIV/AIDS, education and prevention are widely considered the best methods to stop the 
spread of AIDS.  61
At the University of Iowa, however, GPU members found that the UI did not adequately 
provide LGBT+ students with information about how to prevent the spread of AIDS. The 
59 Correspondence from ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ to members about Human Rights Committee ruling July1986, 
Common Lives/Lesbian Lives, Box 2: Controversies, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City, Iowa. 
60 ​Donor submission forms 1993, Common Lives/Lesbian Lives, Box 1: Financial Documents, Iowa Women’s 
Archive, Iowa City, Iowa. 
61 ​Michael Shernoff, “Gay Men with AIDS in Rural America,” ​Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services ​7, No. 1 
(1997).  
26 
  
University did not ignore the AIDS epidemic, but the information the University did provide to 
students was told through a heterosexual lens. For instance, a pamphlet that the University of 
Iowa Hospitals gave to students about AIDS prevention talked at length about the risk of sharing 
needles and having unprotected sex. However, there is not one mention of gay men and the 
specific steps gay men should take to maintain the integrity of their sexual health.  As the 62
demographic that was most impacted by the AIDS crisis, gay men’s absence from AIDS health 
related materials was irresponsible on the part of the University.  
Recognizing that the University was not giving LGBT+ students the resources they 
needed to keep themselves safe, the GPU developed their own initiatives. They organized safe 
sex workshops, circulated fliers promoting safe sexual health practices across campus, and 
advocated for condoms to be made more easily accessible to students.  The University 63
attempted to block the GPU’s efforts. Drawing on their efforts to deny​ Common Lives/Lesbian 
Lives​ access to the printing press on the grounds that their material was obscene, the University 
also tried to remove the GPU’s fliers for being too sexually explicit.  
For instance, during the period when the GPU held safe sex workshops across campus, 
they attempted to display posters advertising the workshops on the UI Cambuses. The name the 
GPU chose to give the workshop was “Hot, Horny, and Healthy.” Shortly after the posters were 
hung up, the GPU received a letter from the university saying that the posters had to be removed 
immediately because they violated the UI’s decency policy for containing language that was 
62 ​University of Iowa Hospitals pamphlet, University of Iowa. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender 
Union, 1984, Box 2: Letters From Health, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
63 ​GPU Flier, Gay Liberation Front Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1988, Box 3: Fliers 
and Correspondence, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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 considered “offensive to the majority.  Instead of supporting the intent behind the posters, to 64
raise awareness about safe sex practices among a group of people who were most at risk to 
contract a potentially deadly sexually transmitted disease, the University of Iowa pulled the 
advertisements all together because they featured the word “horny.”  Harkening back to the 
printing press situation faced by the ​Common Lives/Lesbian Lives​ collective, the University took 
advantage of the ambiguity of the term “obscene” to shut down an event centered around 
LGBT+ issues.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo of the Hot, Horny, and Health poster that was criticized 
by the University of Iowa for being offensive and too 
sexually explicit. Image courtesy of the University of Iowa 
Department of Special Collections and University Archives, 
UI Libraries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
64Letter from the University of Iowa to the GPU , Gay Liberation Front Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender Union, 1988, Box 3: Fliers and Correspondence, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, 
Iowa. 
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Another example of the University of Iowa putting an end to an LGBT+ AIDS awareness 
initiative on the grounds that it was “obscene” was when GPU members attempted to 
disseminate free condoms across campus to UI students. The GPU reasoned that if the spread of 
AIDS could be prevented by using condoms, then it was well within their mission to advocate 
for students to have free and easy access to condoms.  The University of Iowa Hospitals 65
disagreed with this perspective, and once again condemned the GPU for being too sexually 
explicit in its attempts to raise awareness about safe sex practices. As with the Cambus posters, 
UI Hospitals sent a letter to the GPU, proclaiming the condom initiative inappropriate.  From 66
both of these examples, it is clear that the definition of obscenity was arbitrarily decided by the 
University. This policy was not codified by the university; there was no specific definition of 
what was and was not considered appropriate advertising methods; and the obscenity policy was 
unfairly used against programs centered on LGBT+ programs and LGBT+ modes of expression.  
Working Within the System 
Realizing that the organization was making little progress fighting outside the system, the 
GPU made the conscious decision to work within the system, not against it.  The GPU’s 67
willingness to conform to pre-existing structures marked a huge departure from the activism 
strategies of the GLF. While the GLF protested unfair treatment at the hands of the University 
and created their own spaces that largely existed outside of the University’s framework, the GPU 
realized they did not have the luxury of being able to protest. AIDS devastated the LGBT+ 
65 ​GPU Letter to UI Hospitals, Gay People’s Union. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 
1984, Box 2: Letters From Health, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
66 ​UI Letter to GPU, Gay Liberation Front Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1984, Box 3: 
Fliers and Correspondence, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
67 ​Blake, Michael. “Michael Blake Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. November 16, 2013. 
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 community in Iowa City, and the GPU could not create services to help gay men living with HIV 
and AIDS if  they did not have the University of Iowa’s support or access to the University of 
Iowa’s resources.  
Working with University of Iowa Hospitals, the GPU helped create the Iowa Center for 
AIDS Resources and Education (ICARE) in order to provide direct services to people living with 
AIDS and to serve as a facility to which already existing public health groups could refer AIDS 
patients. Or, in the words of the ICARE website, the purpose of the center was, and still is, to 
provide comprehensive practical, emotional, and financial support to persons living with 
HIV/AIDS, their partners, families, friends, and others concerned about HIV or AIDS in a safe, 
accepting, and non-judgmental atmosphere.  68
Although the GPU was not officially in charge of ICARE, as it was a part of the 
University of Iowa Hospitals, the group was instrumental in its creation and played a major role 
in caring for AIDS patients. According to Michael Blake, “AIDS was such a new crisis that 
medical community had limited knowledge on what to do...The bureaucracy didn’t care as much 
as the gay students did... Gay student nurses and the ilk kept their fingers on the pulse of newest 
available research and information. Straight people were not as invested as keeping up on AIDS 
research.”  As a result, GPU members took it upon themselves to provide comfort to AIDS 69
patients.  
In addition to ICARE, the GPU supported various AIDS related initiatives through its 
health committee. According to a report the GPU submitted to the Student Senate in 1987 to 
request more funding for its AIDS programs, the GPU claimed that its health committee was:  
68 “ICARE Homepage,” Iowa Center for AIDS Resources and Education, 
https://inrc.law.uiowa.edu/non-profit-organizations/iowa-center-aids-arc-resources-and-education-care​.  
69 ​Blake, Michael. “Michael Blake Oral History.” Interview by David McCartney. November 16, 2013. 
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“the single largest source of information, support services, and education on AIDS in 
Johnson County. The Health Committee has sponsored more than 65 programs on AIDS… this 
effort is unmatched by any other organization, including the University of Iowa or Student 
Health… [As a result,] the Gay People’s Union has been given sole responsibility to educate the 
entire​ Iowa City community.”   70
 
While the 1980s was a period of major transition for the GPU in terms of its primary 
focus, that reinvention did not oust all of the GLF’s old members. Many of the GPU’s AIDS 
programs were spearheaded by early GLF co-founder Rick Graf. Graf was the head of the GPU 
Health Committee and advocated for the GPU to allocate the majority of its resources to raising 
awareness about the AIDS epidemic. Graf was one of the co-founders of ICARE.  He organized 71
fundraisers to support local AIDS education projects when the Iowa Department of Health was 
“slow to approve safe sex information expenses.”  And, he spoke out against the University 72
when he felt the institution was not doing enough to cater its AIDS educational programs to gay 
men.  
In February 1991, for instance, the University of Iowa was going to show its dedication 
to promoting AIDS awareness by sponsoring a performance of the AIDS educational play, ​Sex, 
Drugs, and Remote Control​. While Graf believed the play could be very effective, he questioned 
the University’s decision to support an AIDS educational program that had “no mention of gay 
or bisexual men—the group hit hardest by AIDS.” In a letter to the UI Vice President of 
Academic Affairs, Graf complained that “the situations portrayed in the play have very little 
relevance to the situations of gay students,” an act which Graf identified as “discriminatory.”  73
70 GPU Letter to UI Student Senate. ​Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1990, Box 2: 
Letters From Health, ​University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa​. 
71 “News Briefs,” ​The Daily Iowan​. University of Iowa, July 13, 1995. 
72 ​Rick Graf Award Announcement. Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1987, Box 1: AIDS 
Quilt, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa 
73 ​GPU Letter to UI, Gay Liberation Front Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 1987, Box 3: 
Fliers and Correspondence, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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 As a result, Graf exerted his influence to convince the Johnson County Health Department to 
withdraw their support of event. Graf’s ability to persuade the Health Department to distance 
itself from the event is a testament to both the direct involvement of the GPU in local politics—a 
far cry from the group’s early militancy—and to Graf’s power as a prominent AIDS activist 
within the Johnson County community.  
In 1988, Graf was awarded the Isabelle Turner award from the Iowa City Human Rights 
Commission to acknowledge his activism on behalf of people with AIDS and gay rights. The 
Isabelle Turner award is a recognition reserved for citizens who display “outstanding 
contributions towards the advancement of civil rights in the Iowa City community,” and was one 
of many accolades Graf received throughout his lifetime.  The GPU would continue to focus the 74
majority of its efforts on AIDS related initiatives until the early 2000s, when its name was once 
again changed. This new incarnation of the organization was called the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Allies Union. Sadly, Graf was not involved in the organization’s new iteration, 
as he passed away in 1995 due to complications from AIDS. In 1996, the Iowa City Human 
Rights Commission established the Rick Graf award to recognize “the long-term commitment of 
an individual, business, or member of a service organization, to a specific cause or for the benefit 
of a specific group of persons.”  75
 
 
 
74 ​Graf Wins Award, Gay Iowan, Gay Liberation Front Records of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Union, 
1988, Box 3: Fliers and Correspondence, University of Iowa Special Collections, Iowa City, Iowa. 
75 ​“Iowa City Human Rights Award Nomination Form,” City of Iowa City, 
https://www.icgov.org/city-government/departments-and-divisions/equity-and-human-rights/human-rights-awards/ri
ck-graf​. 
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Photo of newspaper clip congratulating Rick Graf for winning the Isabelle Turner Award from the Iowa 
City Human Rights Commission. Image courtesy of the University of Iowa Department of Special Collections and 
University Archives, UI Libraries. 
 
Conclusion 
This thesis set out to examine the formation, activities, and relationships of the University 
of Iowa Gay Liberation Front from its inception in 1970 through its reinvention as the Gay 
People’s Union in the 1990s. Through analyzing the various events put on by the Gay Liberation 
Front, it is clear that the UI GLF not only made a name for itself in the Midwest in terms of 
increasing visibility for gay male students, but also in terms of educating and advocating for the 
rights of people with AIDS.  
This research suggests several avenues for future research that could help us more fully 
grapple with the history of gay and lesbian students and community members during these 
formative years. One line of possible future research would be to further analyze the GLF’s and 
GPU’s relationships with other UI LGBT+ student organizations. This thesis examines the 
relationship of the GLF with other gay organizations—such as the Sisters of Perpetual 
Indulgence—and some lesbian organizations—Lesbian Alliance and the ​Common Lives/Lesbian 
Lives ​collective. This analysis generated more questions about the GLF’s relationships with other 
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 lesbian organizations at the University of Iowa and the lesbian organizations’ relationships with 
each other. To expand on this thesis, further research on the history of other LGBT+ 
organizations in Iowa City and their connection with the GLF would be of great interest.  
Beyond analyzing the relationships between the GLF and LGBT+ organizations based in 
Iowa City, this thesis also examines the GLF’s relationships with LGBT+ organizations based in 
the Midwest and the group’s role as a leader within the region. This research also yielded 
questions about how the GLF maintained that leadership and if/how other Midwestern LGBT+ 
groups incorporated the GLF’s services and strategies into their own programs. To build on these 
questions, further research of other Midwestern LGBT+ groups would be beneficial.  
The final path of future inquiry for this thesis would be to analyze the history of the GLF 
beyond the 1990s. Due to the long history of the organization, this thesis examines the history of 
the GLF up until approximately 1999. The GLF, now called Spectrum, is still active in the Iowa 
City community. The group’s presence generates questions about how the organization operates 
today, its relationships with other LGBT+ organizations, and the impact growing tolerance of 
LGBT+ people has had on the group. To expand this thesis beyond its original scope, further 
research of Spectrum would be of interest.  
In examining the early activism of the GLF and analyzing the GLF’s relationships with 
other student organizations from 1970-1999, it is clear that the UI GLF not only made a name for 
itself in the Midwest in terms of increasing visibility for gay male students, but also in terms of 
educating and advocating for the rights of people with AIDS. GLF members engaged in this 
advocacy work despite the backlash they received from the Iowa City community. Beyond 
enabling young men and women to engage in gay liberation events during their college years, in 
34 
  
the cases of Ken Bunch, Michael Blake, and Rick Graf, it provided an entry point for young 
people to formally enter the field of activism. Although Iowa City may not have been the site of 
national protest movements, the activists that emerged during this time period had local, 
regional, and national impacts on the gay liberation movement.  
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